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Four Artists: My Angels and Mentors
Polly Barton
polly@pollybarton.com

Four Artists: Sumiko Deguchi, Helen Frankenthaler, Pat Hickman

Adya van Rees Dutilh

I want to speak today about 4 artists who have been very influential in my life as an artist, in
how I approach my work at the loom, and to whom I return to for emotional guidance when I
feel lost or despair that I might never again have another idea.

They are compelling women; role models, each in their own way. I hope that in sharing with you
how their work inspires me, it might also lead to some thoughts on the nature of working with
fiber, and its inherent intelligence.
I also want to be clear that when I speak about their work, I am looking and thinking through a
metaphysical or spiritual lens — a lens that I am comfortable with as the daughter of an
Episcopal priest (my father) and a collage artist (my mother). I grew up in a home in which the
dinner conversations and church life centered around issues most often around the arts as they
relate to interfaith and the various and uniting experiences of god — in whatever form he or she
appears — as expressed through art.
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I went to Japan twice in my twenties, the first time after graduating with a degree in art history
and the second time to learn to weave. The first time I was searching, the second time I was
called in a dream to return and learn to weave.

Sumiko Deguchi. Photo Credit, The Oomoto Foundation

The first woman I want to introduce to you is Sumiko Deguchi.
Sumiko was the daughter of Nao Deguchi the spiritual founder of the Oomoto religion. Oomoto
was one of the many “new” religions that emerged around the world at the turn of the 20th
century. It was founded in Japan in 1892.
Oomoto is an off-shoot of Shinto, the ancient “folk religion” of Japan. Shinto meaning “the way
of the gods.” Oomoto is matriarchal, monotheistic, and has always encouraged interfaith
cooperation.

It teaches that all gods, religions, prophets, and messengers throughout time come from the same
source. Its believers practice the traditional Japanese arts — calligraphy, poetry, Noh drama, tea
ceremony, weaving, ceramics — as a religious practice, a way to praise, and dare I say
experience God.
One of the stories I have been told about Sumiko was that when she was 19 years old, she
carefully and patiently unravelled a kamishimo garment and made a ball of the yarn to use at the
loom. Seeing this, her mother Nao said that God was guiding Sumiko’s hands, and by unpicking
the kamishimo and reweaving the yarn into a new cloth “she was symbolizing the taking apart
and rebuilding of the world.” 1

Sumiko Deguchi. Photo Credit, The Oomoto Foundation
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Kamishimo, Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
Acc. No. 2002.280.2a-c

Charles Rowe, translator of Ashihaara Bansho for the Oomoto Foundation, Kameoka Japan.

In Oomoto’s sacred writings, the analogy of warp and weft in weaving appears often, which is
why the Spiritual Leaders have all practiced weaving and continue today.
There are many other reports in the history of Oomoto about Sumiko’s patience, humility,
cheerful and calm persistence in the face of adversity. She and her husband Onisaburo (also a
fiery personality and amazing artist) were imprisoned in solitary confinement for about seven
years, while the Oomoto temples were destroyed by the government.
During my first trip as a student in 1978 to Oomoto, in a small exhibition, I saw a work by
Sumiko, a piece of sakiori, and was told that she had unraveled the threads from an old kimono
and rewoven the threads into an obi. I was deeply moved that someone would have the patience
to do this. Of course, I knew nothing then about weaving nor about patience!

Madame Naohi Deguchi, Photo Credit: The Oomoto Foundation

Mme Naohi Deguchi (Sumiko’s daughter) was the spiritual leader at the time of my first trip.
I returned to New York to work and had three dreams over three summers, in which I felt pulled
back to Oomoto. In the third dream I had the vision of the weaving studio. Honoring what I felt
was my “calling,” I wrote to Mme Naohi and asked if I could apprentice to one of their master
weavers. So, my second trip to Oomoto was to learn to weave. I was there for 6 months between
1981 and 1982. In the weaving studio the friendly, reassuring face of Sumiko smiled down at
me.

Madame Kurenai Deguchi, Photo Credit: The Oomoto Foundation

Here is Kurenai Deguchi, the 5th, and current Spiritual leader at her loom.
But it has always been during those moments of wondering “WHY am I weaving?” that I find
Sumiko calling me back to the loom. Even now, forty years later, she still reaffirms my calling.

Helen Frankenthaler, Mountains and Sea, 1952. Oil and Charcoal on canvas, 8 x 117.2”,
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. Collection Helen Frankenthaler Foundation, Inc.

In between my two trips to Oomoto, I worked as an office assistant to Helen Frankenthaler,
which was truly formative.
An American painter and printmaker, Helen was considered having bridged the Abstract
Expressionists of the 1950’s and the Color Field painters of the 1960s. Her Mountains and Sea of
1952, thrust her into the art world with her unique and original method of staining unprimed
canvas with “veils of color.” What appeals to me about her work was that we never lose the
awareness of the texture of the surface on which she is staining and painting. The woven
structure of the cotton duck reveals the acrylic stain, the color is fused to the surface, as though it
were dyed. In the stain is her freedom to let color drive the work with the expanse of gesture.

Helen Frankenthaler in her East Eighty-Third Street Studio, working on Rapunzel (1974), April 1974”. Photo: Edward Youkilis.
Announcement from Gagosian Gallery Line into Color, Color into Line, Paintings 1962-1987, Sept 16-Oct 29, 2016.

I worked in her home office on East 92nd Street in New York. From Helen, I learned how to live
as an artist, the daily routine of “check in” at the office, and then go down to the studio, every
day, no matter what. I was 22, still finding my way. I learned that being in the studio was your
job. I did her accounting, catalogued her work, and followed who she was in touch within the
New York art scene of that time…Clement Greenberg, Ken Noland, Robert Motherwell (to
whom she was briefly married). I did not get to spend much time in her studio (which was in an
old firehouse on East 84th Street) but listened to her stories about the progress of her work in the
studio closely. She continued to send me catalogues from her various shows for years.

Helen Frankenthaler, Madame Butterfly, 2000. 102 color woodcut from 46 woodblock on handmade paper. 41 3/4” x 79 1/2”
Published by Tyler Graphics, Mt, Kisco, NY., Helen Frankenthaler Foundation, Inc.

In a way the most important expressions of her awareness and respect of the surface is in her
woodcuts. Woodcuts had rarely been used by abstract artists (except for Josef Albers), and it is in
her woodcuts that she made another original contribution, this time to printmaking. The same
freedom and abandon with which she painted, she stained ink to the block. You can see that she
poured and sponged color into the grain of the woodblock. I love the abstract flow of color in
combination with her direct application of paint with her thumb. She had the hands of a
worker/craftsman, large and strong with big knuckles. She held her own with stubborn
confidence in the New York art world.

Helen went to Japan to work with master woodblock carvers and printers working in the UkiyoE tradition beginning in 1983, which was rather late in her career.
Helen taught me the expressive power of color and the freedom to let color bleed. Exploring ikat
has let me “paint” with layers of color. I was lucky to have had a brief glimpse into her life.

Polly Barton, “Dancing with Rain and Fire,” 1998. Silk, double ikat with pictorial weft ikat, woven in three panels. Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston Acc. No. 2017.4743

Adya van Rees Dutilh
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The third woman whose work really “blew me away” was discovering the work of Adriana
Catharina van Rees Dutilh, or “Adya.” During the TSA conference in LA in 2014, I was
wandering around LACMA and happened upon a show called Hans Richter: Encounters. Richter
was a Dada artist, a painter, a film maker, and a writer.
2

https://arthur.io/art/adya-van-rees-dutilh?crtr=1.

Adya was born in Rotterdam in 1876. She and her husband, the painter Otto van Rees, met
Sophie Taeuber and Hans Arp in November 1915, during an exhibition Modern Tapestries,
Embroidery, Paintings and Drawings at the Galerie Tanner, in Zurich. This was the year before
Cabaret Voltaire opened in Zurich in 1916, marking the beginning of the subversive and
irreverent movement called Dada.
Adya and Otto showed their work on the walls of the Cabaret Voltaire while on stage artists
dismantled traditional values, codes of communication with sense turned into nonsense. Having
witnessed the horrors of war, the intention was to deconstruct the post First World War culture.
Amidst the blaring noise from Richter’s film in the room, this piece was hanging, serenely
shimmering on a back wall, in a cherry wood frame, beautifully lit. This work conveyed a
powerful presence. It also began to make me think about how the artists’ presence is kept alive in
the thread— almost as a memory and encoded as a felt sense.
Adya’s work is calligraphic, expressive, and abstract. It is all about her gesture. She invites close
examination and the urge to touch the sensuous silk. To me, it has the perfect resolution of color
and choreography, luster and softness, and for those of us who have worked in silk, we respond
with a kinesthetic and muscle memory to that felt sense of her artistic voice, her breath in the
repetitive stitching, and her presence in gesture.

Adya van Rees-Dutilh, Sandhur, “Hourglass,” 1914. Silk on linen, 20 1/16” x 14 3/8”, Kunstmuseum, Basel. Acc. No. 1968.100

Sophie Taeuber and particularly Hans Arp were major, active artists in the Dada movement.
Tristan Tzara, who read his “Dada Manifesto” in July of 1918 called for “works that are strong,
straight, precise, and forever beyond understanding.”3
Sophia and Hans collaborated between 1916 to 1918 in designing and cross-stitching their
“travaux” which reflect this Manifesto. Apparently, there is some debate about who did what in
some of the works of this series, although it was Sophie, whose specialty was textile design, who
introduced Hans to different materials.

Adya van Rees-Dutilh, Madonna.Wool needlepoint.
Private collection

Sophie Taeuber, Vertical-Horizontal Composition, 1916.
Wool needlepoint, 19 3/8 x 15 1/8”,
Fondazione Marguerite Arp, Locarno.

It is interesting to note how “unexpressive,” or unidentifiable cross-stitch is. Together they
explored the idea of dual authorship, of eliminating the notion of the artist as unique. Dada
claimed anyone could be an artist. However, it would seem— only judging from the little of
Adya's work that is published— that Adya and her husband were not interested in this kind of
collaboration.
Adya and Otto continued to show their work at the Galerie Dada through 1918. Galerie Dada
was a more “traditional” and upscale gallery located above a chocolate emporium on the upscale
west bank of Zurich. Their work was regarded in the press as “Cubist.”

3

Bibiana Obler, “Taeuber, Arp, and the Politics of Cross-Stitch,” The Art Bulletin, Vol. 91, (April, 2014), 207.

Pat Hickman, Permeable, Art at Grace Church, Nyack, NY 2018. Photo, Verne Becker.

Many of you know Pat Hickman, since she has been a part of TSA in so many ways — Vice
President, President, Past President. But she is a new friend and a mentor to me.
In Pat is another artist whose work that took my breath away. Particularly when I saw this image.
The scale and delicacy, its free form flowing and suspended, the way it captures and reflects
light. Boundless, borderless, porous, without traps or walls, it acts rather like a prayer as it
visually defines the space through which we might contemplate freedom, release and that “great
beyond.”
Pat speaks of her work:
Labor is a big part of my work, the excessive, obsessive labor, the slowing down of time,
stepping out of the urgent pace of daily life. Out of seemingly nothing, something is
created. In the end the work itself is about the labor and about holding what cannot be
captured: light, color, breath, time.4

4

https://www.pathickman.com/featured.html.

Pat Hickman, Permeable, Art at Grace Church, Nyack, NY 2018. Photo, Verne Becker.

Even if this were not installed in a church, but in a forest and suspended from branches, one
might feel either captured or rescued, a reminder of what is tenuous in that space between the
knots. The way the light catches the monofilament, reveals its subtle energies and claims the
spirit and something magical in that space defined by the knot.

Polly Barton, Fertile Ground. 2016. Silk warp, weft ikat in silk and metallic thread. US Embassy, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.

In my work with ikat, I also use the knot to mark my breath. In the process of tying in the design
onto the warp and weft I am tying in memory, breath, and intention.

In Art In America (September, 2014), I read this quote from Richard Tuttle in which he puts in
words what I have long felt:
Our culture is anti-hand; it thinks it’s better to work with your head. Everybody aspires
to go to college, so they don’t have to work with their hands, yet hands are a source of
intelligence. You divorce yourself from a part of your intelligence without them…
People say there are just as may, if not more, neurons in the heart as in the brain; people
talk about neurons in the intestines. I have not heard anyone talking about the hands
having neurons. 5

This is not new, and many artists and craftsmen would agree that it is often the material which
drives the work. It takes familiarity, time, patience, and repetition. I am interested in this
dialogue between the fingertips and the material.
What is it about a material that informs?

Pat Hickman, Deer Netting, 2020. Photo: the artist.

Here in a piece of Pat’s new work, in which she is continuing to explore the impact of walls,
borders, traps, and fences. This deer mesh looks like barbed wire and our tactile response is
“ouch.” Here there is no breath, no freedom, only tension and pain.

5

Ross Simonini, “In the Studio: Richard Tuttle,” Art in America, September 27, 2014.

Primary Somatosensory cortex

This is a sensory map of the cerebral cortex6 illustrating where each part of the body is
processed. Sensations occur all along the body and the impulses are sent up the spinal cord to
the brain to be processed. So, ANY sensory input, touch, texture, sense of heaviness or weight
goes up to the sensory cortex (the small pink strip) and lets you know where and what it is.

6

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primary_somatosensory_cortex.

Homunculus

In neuroanatomy the cortical homunculus (imagined as a “little man” in Latin) represents either
the motor or the sensory distribution along the cerebral cortex of the brain.7 For such a small
part of the brain, this tactile sensory cortex translates into very large hands (as well as the
tongue) illustrating how many sensory neurons are in the hands sending information to a
proportionally small strip in the brain.
How do we as artists respond to the intelligence of a material? I do not speak of “thinking
textiles” or “smart” textiles — although there are amazing “smart” textiles emerging in today’s
technological innovations. I am not a scientist.
In my work, it is an awareness of its subtle energies, honoring the consciousness, trusting the
process and in touching the spirit or felt sense of the thread, that we acknowledge the intelligence
of the thread. I believe that it is through practice, patience, repetition, and time that the artist
enters into a deep connection and recognition, a place of gratitude and sacred agreement (if you
will) with the material which allows the “full potential of expression” of both the material and
the artist.8

These four artists, who have revealed their lives in their subtle energetic communication with
textiles and thread have taught me, reaffirmed me and my work, and inspired me. They have
touched my heartstrings.

7
8

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homunculus.
David Spangler, Blessing, The Art and the Practice, (Douglas, MI: Lorian Press, 2002), 295-96.
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